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Introduction 

Proposal Review Introduction 
  
  
NSF seeks to support the most meritorious research, whether basic or applied, to 
meet our statutory responsibilities. Reviews play a key role in our evaluation of 
research proposals. 
  
Prepare and submit your proposal review through FastLane. In the Proposal Review 
Form, we ask for you to do the following: 
•   Comment in detail on the quality of the proposal 
•   Provide an overall rating of the proposal 
•   Identify the proposal’s strengths and weaknesses for each NSF Merit Review 

Criterion: 
−What is the intellectual merit of the proposed activity? 
−What are the broader impacts of the proposed activity? 

•   Provide a summary statement that includes the relative importance of the two 
criteria in assigning your rating. (You do not have to weigh the criteria equally.) 

  
The Proposal Review Form also asks you to do the following: 
•  Indicate any potential conflicts of interest that you might have in evaluating the 

proposal (optional if no conflict of interest exists). 
•  Recommend any other qualified reviewers for this proposal (optional). 

  
See Note to Reviewers of Career Proposals if you are reviewing a proposal for the 
NSF Careers Program. 
  
As of reviewer, you are obligated to maintain the confidentiality of both the proposal 
you are reviewing and also your review.  
  
To begin preparing a review, see Log In to Proposal Review and Prepare a Proposal 
Review. 
  
Thank you for your help in evaluating a proposal. Reviews are important to NSF’s 
evaluation of proposals and provide important feedback to the Principal 
Investigators. We appreciate the time and thought that go into preparing them.  
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NSF Merit Review Criteria for Proposals 
  
In your review, identify the proposal’s strengths and weaknesses for each NSF Merit 
Review Criterion: 
•   What is the intellectual merit of the proposed activity? 
•   What are the broader impacts of the proposed activity? 

  
Below are potential considerations for each criterion. These are only suggestions for 
evaluation, and not all will apply to any given proposal. 

What is the intellectual merit of the proposed activity? 
  
•  How important is the proposed activity to advancing knowledge and 

understanding within its own field or across different fields? 
•  How well qualified is the proposer (individual or team) to conduct the project? (If 

appropriate, the reviewer will comment on the quality of prior work.) 
•  To what extent does the proposed activity suggest and explore creative, original, 

or potentially transformative concepts? 
•  How well conceived and organized is the proposed activity? 
•  Is there sufficient access to resources? 

What are the broader impacts of the proposed activity? 
  
•  How well does the activity advance discovery and understanding while promoting 

teaching, training, and learning? 
•  How well does the proposed activity broaden the participation of 

underrepresented groups (such as gender, ethnicity, disability, geographic, etc.)? 
•  To what extent will it enhance the infrastructure for research and education, such 

as facilities, instrumentation, networks, and partnerships? 
•  Will the results be disseminated broadly to enhance scientific and technological 

understanding? 
•  What may be the benefits of the proposed activity to society? 

  

2 



Introduction 

Merit Review Criteria Letter 
  
For the Dear Colleague Letter for reviews, see NSF Merit Review – Dear Colleague 
Letter.  (This link takes you out of the FastLane system.) 
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Obligation for Confidentiality 
  
NSF receives proposals in confidence and protects the confidentiality of their 
contents.  As a reviewer, you are obligated to maintain the confidentiality of both the 
proposal you are reviewing and also of your review.   
  
Please observe the following practices to maintain this confidentiality: 
•  Do not copy, quote from, or otherwise use or disclose to anyone, including your 

graduate students or postdoctoral or research associates, any material from any 
proposal you are asked to review. Unauthorized disclosure of confidential 
information could subject you to administrative sanctions. 

•  If you believe a colleague can make a substantial contribution to the review, 
please obtain permission from the NSF Program Officer before disclosing either 
the contents of the proposal or the name of any applicant or Principal 
Investigator. 

•  When you have completed your review, be certain to destroy the proposal. 
•  Safeguard the six-character alphanumeric PIN that NSF has assigned to this 

proposal-reviewer combination.  
  

  

4 



Introduction 

Potential Conflicts of Interest 
  
If you have an affiliation or financial connection with the organization or person 
submitting the proposal that might be construed as creating a conflict of interest, 
describe those affiliations or interests in the Conflict of Interest section under 
 "Prepare Review." 
  
Even if you have any affiliation or interests that represent a potential conflict of 
interest, NSF would like your review unless you believe you cannot be objective. 
  
An NSF Program Officer will examine any statement of affiliations or interests for the 
existence of a conflict of interest.  If you do not include a statement of potential 
conflicts of interest, NSF assumes that you have no conflicting affiliations or 
interests. 
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Note to Reviewers of Career Proposals  
  
NSF established the Faculty Early Career Development (Career) program in 1994 in 
recognition of the critical roles that faculty members play in integrating research and 
education and in fostering the natural connections between the processes of learning 
and discovery. The Career program is an NSF-wide activity that offers NSF’s most 
prestigious awards for junior faculty members and that embodies NSF’s commitment 
to encourage faculty to practice, and academic institutions to value, integration of 
research and education.  
  
The intent of the Career program is to provide stable support at a sufficient level and 
duration to enable awardees to develop careers as outstanding teacher-scholars in 
the context of the mission of their organization.  
  
Career awards have a duration of 5 years. The minimum Career award (including 
indirect costs) is $400,000 for all NSF directorates. The exception is the Directorate 
for Biological Sciences (BIO), where the minimum Career award is $500,000. See the 
solicitation (NSF 05-579) on the Career Home Page (http://www.nsf.gov/career).  
  
The Career program announcement stipulates that the Project Description be 
developed in consultation with the department head or equivalent organizational 
official. It should include the following:  
•  A description of the proposed research project, including preliminary supporting 

data where appropriate, specific objectives, methods and procedures to be used, 
and expected significance of the results  

•  A description of the proposed educational activities, including plans to evaluate 
their impact  

•  A description of how the research and educational activities are integrated with 
one another  

•  Results of prior NSF support, if applicable  
  
Successful Principal Investigators (PIs) propose creative, integrative, and effective 
research and education plans that are developed in the context of the mission, goals, 
and resources of their organization and that build a firm foundation for a lifetime of 
integrated contributions to research and education. Although excellence in both 
education and research is expected, activity of an intensity that leads to an 
unreasonable workload is not. It is not necessary to address the research and 
educational activities separately, if the relationship between the two is such that the 
presentation of the integrated project is better served by interspersing the two 
throughout the Project Description.  
  
In your review of Career proposals, we ask that you consider the Departmental 
Letter, found in the proposal’s Supplementary Documentation section. The letter 
must be signed by the PI's department head or equivalent organizational official. It 
should demonstrate an understanding of, and a commitment to, the effective 
integration of research and education as a primary objective of the Career award. A 
letter that fails to acknowledge institutional commitment to the professional 
development and mentoring of the PI may disadvantage an otherwise outstanding 
proposal.  
  
Present your detailed comments on the quality of a Career proposal in the framework 
of the two Merit Review Criteria used to evaluate all NSF research: 
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•  What is the intellectual merit of the proposed activity? 
•  What are the broader impacts of the proposed activity? 
  
The Proposal Review Form also asks you to do the following: 
•  Indicate any potential conflicts of interest that you might have in evaluating the 
proposal (optional if no conflict of interest exists) 
•  Recommend any other qualified reviewers for this proposal (optional) 
  
As a reviewer, you are obligated to maintain the confidentiality of both the proposal 
you are reviewing and also your review.  
  
To begin preparing a review, see Log In to Proposal Review and Prepare a Proposal 
Review. 
  
Thank you for your help in evaluating a proposal. Reviews are important to NSF’s 
evaluation of proposals and provide important feedback to the Principal 
Investigators. We appreciate the time and thought that go into preparing them. 





 

Prepare and Submit Proposal Review 

Log In to Proposal Review 
  
1.      On the FastLane Home Page screen (Figure 1), click Proposal Review. The 

Proposal Review screen displays (Figure 2). 
  

 
  
Figure 1   FastLane Home Page screen. The Proposal Review link is circled. 
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Figure 2   Proposal Review screen. The Log In section and the Log In button 

are circled. 
  
2.      Read the Rules of Behavior (Figure 2). You signify your acceptance of the Rules 

of Behavior by logging in.  
3.      In the Log In section (Figure 2), do the following: 

•   In the Proposal Number box, type the proposal number given to you by the 
NSF Program Officer. 

•   In the Reviewer Last Name box, type your last name. 
•   In the Pin box, type the proposal PIN given to you by the NSF Program 

Officer. 
4.      Click the Login button (Figure 2). The Proposal Review screen displays 

(Figures 3 through 8) with these options: 
•   Prepare a review 
•   View the proposal 
•   Download and save the proposal 
•   Have NSF print and mail the proposal to you 
•   Have NSF make and mail a CD of the proposal to you 
•   Edit your information on file with NSF 
•   Add to or update your demographic information 

  

 
  

Figure 3   Proposal Review screen, Reviewer and Proposal Information 
section (upper portion of the screen). 
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Figure 4   Proposal Evaluation Criteria section of the Proposal Review 
screen. 

  

 
  
Figure 5   Your Potential Conflicts of Interest section of the Proposal Review 

screen. 
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Figure 6   Your Obligation to Keep Proposals Confidential section of the 
Proposal Review screen. 
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Figure 7   Privacy Act and Public Burden Statements section of the Proposal 
Review screen. 

  

 
  
Figure 8   Proposal Review Functions section of the Proposal Review screen. 
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Prepare a Proposal Review 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review).  
  

 
  

Figure 1   Lower portion of the Proposal Review screen. The Prepare Review 
link is circled. 

  
2.      On the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1), click Proposal Review. The 

Proposal Evaluation Criteria screen displays (Figure 2). 
  

 
  

Figure 2   Proposal Evaluation Criteria screen.  
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  Click the Continue button at the bottom of the Proposal Evalua3.    tion Criteria 
screen. The Proposal Review Form screen displays (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3   Proposal Review Form screen. 

  
4.      In the Work in Progress section (Figure 3), type your email address. 
5.      If you want a copy of the review emailed to you, click the radio button under the 

eMail box. 
6.      In the Rating Section (Figure 3), click the radio button for one of the three 

options. 
7.      If you agreed to rate the proposal, in the Overall Rating section (Figure 3), 

click the radio button for one of the ratings. 
8.      In the What is the intellectual merit of this proposal box (Figure 3), type 

your evaluation of the proposal’s intellectual merit.  
9.      In the What are the broader impacts of the proposal’s activities box 

(Figure 3), type your evaluation of the proposal’s broader impacts. 
10.  In the Summary Statement box (Figure 3), type an evaluative summary. The 

summary should indicate the relative weight of the two criteria. 
11.  In the Other Suggested Reviewers box (Figure 3), type the names of any 

individuals that you think should review the proposal (optional). 
12.  In the Conflicts of Interest section (Figure 3), type an explanation of any 

conflict of interest that you may have in regard to this proposal. If you leave this 
box blank, NSF assumes there is no potential conflict of interest. 

  
Once you have completed the Proposal Review form, you have two options: 
•   Submit the Proposal Review 
•   Save the Proposal Review for editing and submitting later 

Submit the Proposal Review 
  
1.      On the lower portion of the Proposal Review Form screen (Figure 4), click the 

Submit Review button. The Receipt of Proposal Review screen displays 
(Figure 5). 

  

 
  

Figure 4   Lower portion of Proposal Review Form screen.  The Submit 
Review button is circled. 
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Figure 5   Receipt of Proposal Review screen. The Return button is circled. 
  

2.      Click Return (Figure 5).  The Proposal Review Log In screen displays. 
  

Save the Proposal Review 
  
1.      On the lower portion of the Proposal Review Form screen (Figure 6), click the 

Save Review button. The Proposal Review Saved screen displays (Figure 7). 
  

 
  
Figure 6   Lower portion of Proposal Review Form screen. The Save Review 

button is circled. 
  

 
  
Figure 7   Proposal Review Saved screen with a message that your proposal 

review has been saved. 
  
2.      Click the Return button (Figure 7).  The Proposal Review screen displays 

(Figure 1). To work on the Proposal Review again, see Access a Saved Proposal 
Review. 
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Access a Saved Proposal Review 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review).  
  

 
  
Figure 1   Lower portion of the Proposal Review screen. The Prepare Review 

link is circled. 
  

2.      On the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1), click Proposal Review. The 
Proposal Evaluation Criteria screen displays (Figure 2). 

  

 
  

Figure 2   Proposal Evaluation Criteria screen.  
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3.      Click the Continue button at the bottom of the Proposal Evaluation Criteria 
screen. The Proposal Review Form screen displays (Figure 3) as you had saved 
it. To edit the review, see Prepare a Proposal Review, Step 4 through Step 12. To 
submit the review, see Submit a Review. 

  

 
  

Figure 3   Proposal Review Form screen. 
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Edit Your Information with NSF 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review). 
  

 
  

Figure 1   Top portion of the Proposal Review screen. The Edit button is 
circled. 

  
2.      On the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1), click the Edit button. The 

Reviewer’s Information screen displays (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2   Reviewer’s Information screen. The Save button is circled. 
  
3.      Change the information as you require (Figure 2).  
4.      Click the Save button (Figure 2). A screen displays (Figure 3) with the message 

that your information, as changed, has been saved.  
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Figure 3   Screen with the message that the changed information has been 

saved. 
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Update Your Demographic Information 
  
See Demographic Information: What and Why? and the Privacy Act and Public 
Burden Statements for an explanation of the categories of demographic information 
and how NSF uses this information.  
  
All categories are optional. 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review).  
  

 
  

Figure 1   Top portion of the Proposal Review screen. The Add/Update 
button is circled. 

  
2.      In the Demographic Information section of the Proposal Review screen 

(Figure 1), click the Add/Update button. The Please Add/Update Your 
Demographic Information screen displays (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2   Please Add/Update Your Demographic Information screen. The 
Save button is circled. 

  
3.      Add to or change the demographic information as you require. 
4.      Click the Save button (Figure 2). The Demographic Information screen 

displays (Figure 3) with the message that the changes have been saved. 
  

 
  

Figure 3   Demographic Information screen. 
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5.      Click the Continue button (Figure 3). The Proposal Review screen displays 
(Figure 1). 
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View a Proposal 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log in to Proposal Review). 

  

 
  
Figure 1   Lower portion of the Proposal Review screen. The View Proposal 

link is circled. 
  
2.      On the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1), click View Proposal. The 

View/Print Proposal screen displays (Figure 2). You have these options on the 
View/Print screen: 
•   View the entire proposal 
•   View a section of the proposal 
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Figure 2   View/Print Proposal screen. The radio button for View Entire 
Proposal and the View button are circled. 

View the Entire Proposal 
  
1.      On the View/Print Proposal screen (Figure 2), click the radio button for View 

Entire Proposal. The proposal displays in PDF format (Figure 3).  If you need 
Adobe Reader, see Adobe Reader for FastLane. 
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Figure 3   Proposal in PDF format. The Print icon is circled. 
  

2.      To print the proposal, click the Print icon on the screen. The proposal prints in its 
entirety. 

View a Section of the Proposal 
  
1.      On the View/Print Proposal screen (Figure 4), click the radio button for the 

section of the proposal you want to view. The proposal section displays in PDF 
format (Figure 5).  If you need Adobe Reader, see Adobe Reader for FastLane. 
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Figure 4   View/Print Proposal screen. The radio button for Budget and the 
View button are circled. 
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Figure 5   Summary Proposal Budget in PDF format. 
  

2.      To print the section, click the Print icon on the screen. The proposal section 
prints.  
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Download and Save a Proposal 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review). 
  

 
  

Figure 1   Lower portion of the Proposal Review screen.  The 
Download/Save Proposal link is circled. 

  
2.      On the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1), click Download/Save Proposal. 

The Download File window displays (Figure 2).  
  

32 



Prepare and Submit Proposal Review 

 
  

Figure 2   File Download window. The Save button is circled.     
  
3.      Click the Save button (Figure 2). The Save As window displays (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3   Save As window. The Save button is circled. 
  
4.      In the File Name box (Figure 3), give the proposal a title and select the section 

of your computer you want to save it to. 
5.      Click the Save button (Figure 3). The proposal downloads to your computer as a 

PDF file. After completion of the download, the Proposal Review screen displays 
(Figure 1). 
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Print Proposal at NSF and Mail 

Print Proposal at NSF and Mail 
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review).  
  

             
  

Figure 1   Lower portion of the Proposal Review screen. The Print Proposal 
at NSF and Mail link is circled.  

  
2.      Click Print Proposal at NSF and Mail (Figure 1). The Print on Demand 

Submit Request screen displays (Figure 2).  
  
  

Figure 2   Print on Demand Submit Request screen. The Submit Request 
button is circled. 

  
3.      In the Reviewer Name section (Figure 2), check to see that your name and 

address as displayed are correct. If it is incorrect, update your information.  
4.      If you want NSF to send the proposal to a different address than the one 

displayed in the Reviewer Name section, type the new address in the boxes 
provided. 

5.      Click Submit Request button (Figure 2). The Proposal Print Request screen 
displays (Figure 3) with your address and the message that the request has been 
submitted. 

  
  

Figure 3   Proposal Print Request screen. The Return to Proposal Review 
button is circled. 

  
6.      Click Return to Proposal Review (Figure 3). The Proposal Review screen 

displays (Figure 1). 
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Update Information for Printing at NSF 
  
1.      Access the Print on Demand Submit Request screen (Figure 1) (see Print at 

NSF and Mail, Step 1 and Step 2).  
  

 

36 



Prepare and Submit Proposal Review 

  
Figure 1   Print on Demand Submit Request screen. The Update Reviewer 

Information button is circled. 
  

2.      In the Reviewer Name section of the Print on Demand Submit Request 
screen (Figure 1), click Update Reviewer Information. The Reviewer’s 
Information screen displays (Figure 2).  

  
  

Figure 2   Reviewer’s Information screen. The Save button is circled. 
  

3.      Change the information as you require (Figure 2).  
4.      Click the Save button (Figure 2). A screen displays with the message that your 

information has been saved (Figure 3). 
  
  

Figure 3   Screen with the message that your information has been saved. 
  
5.      Click the Continue button (Figure 3). The Print on Demand Submit Request 

screen displays (Figure 1). 
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Create CD at NSF and Mail 

Create a CD at NSF and Mail  
  
1.      Access the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1) (see Log In to Proposal Review). 
  

 
  

Figure 1   Lower portion of the Proposal Review screen. The Create CD at 
NSF and Mail link is circled. 

  
2.      On the Proposal Review screen (Figure 1), click Create CD at NSF and Mail. 

The CD on Demand Submit Request screen displays (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2   CD on Demand Submit Request screen. The Submit Request 
button is circled. 

  
3.      In the Reviewer Name section (Figure 2), check to see that your name and 

address as displayed are correct. If they are incorrect, update your information.  
4.      If you want NSF to send the proposal to a different address than the one 
5.      displayed in the Reviewer Name section, type the new address in the boxes 

provided (Figure 2). 
6.      Click the Submit Request button (Figure 2). The CD on Demand Submit 

Request Confirmation screen displays (Figure 3) with your address and the 
message that the request has been submitted. 
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Figure 3   CD on Demand Submit Request Confirmation screen. The Continue 

button is circled. 
  

7.      Click the Continue button (Figure 3). A screen displays with the message that 
the request is submitted. 
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Update Personal Information for CD on Demand 
  
1.      Access the CD on Demand Submit Request screen (Figure 1) (see Create a 

CD at NSF and Mail, Steps 1 and 2). 
  

 
  

Figure 1   CD on Demand Submit Request screen. The Update Reviewer 
Information button is circled. 

  
2.      On the CD on Demand Submit Request screen (Figure 1), click the Update 

Reviewer Information button. The Reviewer’s Information screen displays 
(Figure 2). 
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Figure 2   Reviewer’s Information screen. The Save button is circled. 
  
3.      Change the information as you require (Figure 2).  
4.      Click the Save button (Figure 2). A screen displays with the message that your 

information has been saved (Figure 3). 
  

 
  

Figure 3   Screen with the message that your information has been saved.  
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